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This essay is a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione. De Divinatione translated from Latin to English by William Armistead Falconer is a series of two books originally written by Marcus Tullius Cicero. In this treatise, Cicero is said to be discussing his arguments against the use of divination with his brother Quintus, who was in favour of using divination. This discussion is said to have taken place at Cicero’s home just outside of Rome.[footnoteRef:1] It is now agreed by many scholars René Durand in La Date du De divinatione, Mélanges Boissier, that De Divinatione was written prior to Caesar’s death and released after the event. [footnoteRef:2] It is presumed partly to have been finished before the assassination of Caesar ‘by Cicero to supplement his earlier work De natura deorum, which was finished probably in August 45 B.C.’ but not officially published until after the event had occurred.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  William Armistead Falconer.,Cicero, On Divination De Divinatione (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923)]  [2:  Perseus.tufts.edu. 2022. M. Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione: introduction,. [online] Available at:<http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2007.01.0053#note1> [Accessed 13 March 2022].]  [3:  Falconer, Cicero On Divination 1923] 


Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 B.C.), born in Arpinum, Southeast of Rome, was an orator, successful lawyer and leading political figure.[footnoteRef:4] Cicero’s interest in philosophy lead him to become one of the most successful Roman orators during his time ‘Bmy interest in philosophy is no sudden impulse...I was philosophizing when I least appeared to be doing so’ [footnoteRef:5] It is interesting to note that although Cicero argues against divination, disbelief in the gods and ‘proceeds to deny the validity of augury’ [footnoteRef:6] he himself was an augur paying attention to how birds interacted and migrated based on the weather and connection to the divine. ‘The belief that the flight of birds gave some intimation of the will of the gods seems to have been prevalent among many nations of antiquity, and was common to the Greeks, as well as the romans; but it was only among the latter people that it was reduce to a complete system, governed by fixed rules, and handed down from generation to generation’ [footnoteRef:7].  It may be important to note that during the time that both books were written, ‘The Roman elite in the last century B.C were sceptical about divination, augury, prodigies’ and haruspicy; or at least that has been the view of most modern scholars’[footnoteRef:8] therefore it may have been more fitting for Cicero to argue against divination and astrology in particular, rather than for it. His brother Quintus, however, did argue in defence of divination however stating that it is only legitimate depending on ‘the god’ and how it is used.  [4:  HISTORY. 2022. Marcus Tullius Cicero. [online] Available at: <https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/marcus-tullius-cicero> [Accessed 13 March 2022]. ]  [5:  Cicero. The Nature of the Gods. United Kingdom, OUP Oxford, 1997. P.5]  [6:  Wayne, Tucker, C., Cicero, Augur, De Iure Augurali. The Classical World (ed.70, no. 3 (1976): 171–77. https://doi.org/10.2307/4348603. P.171)]  [7:  Penelope.uchicago.edu. 2022. LacusCurtius • Roman Religion — Augurs, Augury (Smith's Dictionary, 1875). [online] Available<https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/e/roman/texts/secondary/smigra*/augurium.html#:~:text=Cicero%2C%20who%20was%20himself%20an,will%2C%20he%20never%20once%20mentions> [Accessed 14 March 2022].]  [8: Mary, Beard., Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse (The Journal of Roman Studies 76 1986: 33–46. https://doi.org/10.2307/300364.) p.33] 

 

     According to Romanian historian of religion and philosopher Mircea Eliade, divination along with clairvoyance is a referred to as being a ‘mystical technique’ used in religion and rituals said to allow one to foresee future events [footnoteRef:9]. Marcus Cicero describes it in book one as the ‘presentiment and knowledge of future things’ [footnoteRef:10]. One may also explain divination as a way of connecting to divinity using ‘a technique of realizing spirits of our unknown world.’[footnoteRef:11] Or as also stated in book one ‘The power to see, understand, and explain premonitory signs given to men by the gods’. Numerology is said to have been one of the oldest forms of divination created by Greek mathematician and philosopher Pythagoras dating back to approximately 500bc[footnoteRef:12] The Roman’s caught onto using divination as a tool for acquiring advice and connecting to the Gods and during the second century bce, the reading of zodiac signs and birth signs was introduced, [footnoteRef:13] however, many forms of divination including astrology were soon ‘condemned or kept under strict government control, and by 139 bce the Senate had already passed a law expelling all astrologers’[footnoteRef:14].  [9:  Mircea Eliade. The Encyclopedia of religion. (Collier Macmillan.1987) P.375]  [10:   Falconer, Cicero, On Divination 1923]  [11:  Lee, Jung Y.,Divination and Shamanistic Rituals. Korean Shamanistic Rituals, (Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2018. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110811377-011) pp143-152]  [12:  Post, P., 2022. Divination Over Time: Different Methods Throughout History. [online] The Daily Iowan. Available at: <https://dailyiowan.com/2021/10/12/divination-over-time-different-methods-throughout-history/#:~:text=Numerology%20is%20perhaps%20one%20of,between%20numbers%20and%20music%20notes.> [Accessed 14 March 2022].]  [13:  Pliny, Natural History 35.199 quoted on Encyclopedia.com. 2022. Divination: Greek and Roman Divination | Encyclopedia.com. [online] Available at: <https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/divination-greek-and-roman-]  [14:  Valerius Maximus 1.3.3,  quoted on Encyclopedia.com. 2022. Divination: Greek and Roman Divination | Encyclopedia.com. [online] Available at: <https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/divination-greek-and-roman-divination#:~:text=State%20control%20of%20divination&text=In%20the%20second%20century%20bce,3).> [Accessed 14 March 2022].] 


    As one of his strongest arguments against astrology, Cicero argues that twins are proof that astrology isn’t a useful or accurate tool for future telling stating ‘the fact that men who were born at the very same instant, are unlike in character, career, and in destiny, makes it very clear that the time of birth has nothing to do in determining man's course in life’.[footnoteRef:15] He also comments on the fact that acts of war or such times where many people lose their lives (specifically those who lost their lives or loved ones during the battle of Cannae) occur to people with completely different birth dates and charts and therefore astrology isn’t accurate, otherwise he argues that people who have similar birth charts would experience similar events at the same time. Opposing this view Ptolemy's Tetrabiblos c.150 AD argues against Cicero in that astronomy prediction is ‘most important and valid’ [footnoteRef:16] discussing how everyone is generally affected by the planetary transits and cosmos similarly rather than individually which make them more significant. Ptolemy also views the fixed stars in particular as having ‘special powers’[footnoteRef:17]. [15:  Falconer, Cicero, On Divination 1923]  [16:  Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos. Translated by F. E. Robbins.( Loeb Classical Library 435. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940.) P.3]  [17:  Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos. 1940. P.47
] 


Cicero believed that it wasn’t possible to foresee the future and therefore using such means of fortune telling wasn’t necessary arguing ‘there is no use for it anywhere’. In book one he states how, in an event where the future could be foretold and the outcome predicted as to be accurate then this is simply by chance or because it was already set to be the outcome already.[footnoteRef:18] Cicero argues that divination exists everywhere subconsciously and automatically from daily practise and belief of gods to listening to our own gut instinct because we decide it to be so. Cicero also argues that the human senses themselves are sufficient to feel what is the right or wrong decision to make, or outcome and therefore “require no aid from divination” adding how people can be misled into situations based on what they are told which then creates their reality. This could connect to the idea of the more modern ideas of the Law of Attraction, which argues that what one thinks about, they bring about, meaning if someone believes that something can happen then they may be able to attract those events and circumstances to them. This also connects to the idea and belief of the Theosophical I Am religious movement founded in the 1930s by Guy Ballard (1878–1939) and his wife, Edna (1886–1971)[footnoteRef:19] whereby the belief was that using the phrase ‘I am’ followed by positive affirmation would attract positive circumstances and the contrary where ‘I am’ followed by a negative phrase such as ‘I am sick’ may also attract negative events and even ill health to the person. [footnoteRef:20] Cicero argues how using divination would be at a disadvantage if it were even possible as everyone would be constantly worried about who they know and what may happen to them if they did know what was around the corner. [18:  Cicero. The Nature of the Gods., 1997. P.5]  [19:  Encyclopedia Britannica. 2022. I Am movement summary. [online] Available at: <https://www.britannica.com/summary/I-AM-movement#:~:text=I%20Am%20movement%2C%20U.S.%20religious,of%20Ascended%20Masters%2C%20including%20Jesus.> [Accessed 14 March 2022].]  [20:  Godfre Ray King, Guy Ballerd. The I AM Discourses. (United States: Saint Germain Press, 1935.)] 


In book 1 of De Divination, Cicero argues against precognitive dreams where many have claimed to foresee the future through whilst they’re asleep


 "Such is the rationale of prophecy by means of frenzy, and that of dreams is not much unlike it. For the revelations made to seers when awake are made to us in sleep. While we sleep and the body lies as if dead, the soul is at its best, because it is then freed from the influence of the physical senses and from the worldly cares that weigh it down. And since the soul has lived from all eternity and has had converse with numberless other souls, it sees everything that exists in nature, provided that moderation and restraint have been used in eating and in drinking, so that the soul is in a condition to watch while the body sleeps. Such is the explanation of divination by dreams.” [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Falconer, Cicero, On Divination 1923] 



Cicero explains how he believes that the body is almost in a dead state during sleep therefore allowing the subconscious mind to replay and relive scenarios and events that the physical awakened body does not understand as it is too busy trying to function for itself. Swiss psychiatrist, psychoanalyst and founder of analytical psychology Carl Gustav Jung comments on prophetic dreams and states that they are foreseeing as a fact. Jung also argues how only ignorant people deny facts from the truth stating ‘only ignorance denies these facts’[footnoteRef:22]. One may say that Cicero could appear to be ignorant towards other views on divination with his arguments, as he believes that ‘since it is of no use in these cases there is no use for it anywhere”. [footnoteRef:23]In the book Divination, Magic, and Healing: The Book of Jewish Folklore divination is discussed specifically with its connection to religion and how the bible did not allow for its use possibly out of ignorance also. This book discusses contradictions within the bible ‘although forbidden by biblical law, diviners do appear in the Bible who are connected with the consultation of dead spirits’ explaining how different forms of divination was used such as astrology, dream analysis and even internal organ readings as an ‘ancient art of calling up dead spirits’ but how rabbis similarly to Cicero had changed their views due to the time and what the bible had deemed acceptable as ‘divination was forbidden in the Bible’[footnoteRef:24]. Cicero’s argument of course would not be that he is being ignorant to divination as he sees that augury is only used to manipulate the people to control the desired outcome ‘More importantly, he saw a soothsayer as a wise counsellor - what mattered was not the soothsaying but the wisdom.[footnoteRef:25] Goar however discusses how Cicero had changed his opinions on divination as he previously spoke about its use and regularly discussed religion frequently.[footnoteRef:26] In the Journal Cicero for and against Divination, Schofield states how ‘no area of religion was written about in late Republican Rome than divination’[footnoteRef:27] which could be why Cicero found such success in conjoining his views and opinions on such matters with his inner lawyer urges to convince the people and win his case. Similarly, to Cicero, the Italian scholar Giovanni Pico Della Mirandola (1463-1494) who had previously used astrology, also had changed his mind and raised concerns and objections towards divination rejecting astrology in his 12 volume Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem.[footnoteRef:28] [22:  Dennis Merritt,  L.. Jung and Ecopsychology: The Dairy Farmer's Guide to the Universe (Volume I. United States: Fisher King Press, 2012.) P.89 quoting Jung 1977 p.437
]  [23:  Falconer, Cicero, On Divination 1923]  [24:  Ronald H Isaacs,. Divination, Magic, and Healing: (The Book of Jewish Folklore Israel, Jason Aronson, 1998.)]  [25:  Astrology-and-science.com. 2022. Cicero 50 BC and Pico 1490 AD. Two famous attacks on astrology (Abstract+Article ). [online] Available at: <https://www.astrology-and-science.com/H-cice2.htm#:~:text=Cicero's%20arguments%20against%20astrology&text=But%20it%20has%20no%20place,no%20use%20for%20it%20anywhere%22.> [Accessed 14 March 2022].]  [26:  Robert J Goar., The Purpose of De Divinatione. (Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 1968:. https://doi.org/10.2307/2935842.) pp.241-48]  [27:  Malcolm Schofield., Cicero for and against Divination. (The Journal of Roman Studies 7. 1986. 47–65. https://doi.org/10.2307/300365.) P.49]  [28:  Pico della Mirandola, G. and Garin, E., Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem. (Firenze: Vallecchi.1946)] 


It may be possible that through studying different forms of divination many scholars and authors had decided to change their views based on their own experiences and results be it negative or positive.


    In conclusion, In the De Divination books Cicero does not appear to believe in divination as he believes religion and divination as a way to control outcomes and the people. In book two Cicero discusses the views of stoicism a school of Hellenistic philosophy founded in Athens in the early 3rd century by Zeno of Citium.[footnoteRef:29] ‘To the last point the Stoics make the rejoinder that 'every evil which is going to befall us is made lighter by means of religious rites.' But if nothing happens except in accordance with Fate, no evil can be made lighter by means of religious rites’[footnoteRef:30] He insinuates that people can decide whether something evil is to happen or which others could argue would be free will. [footnoteRef:31]Many scholars view Cicero’s work as a way of trying to manipulate and control the opinions of others in a similar way and they do not believe in the sincerity of Cicero’s views and arguments on religion and Divination, with some even referring to Cicero as a hypocrite, as with Heibges writing ‘Cicero, a hypocrite in religion’. [footnoteRef:32] Others argue that Cicero spoke like a true lawyer who just wanted to win any discussion up for debate as he had previously achieved in winning over previous jury [footnoteRef:33] ‘he was the first to admit that he was willing to sacrifice the truth in order to achieve a particular goal’[footnoteRef:34]. The evidence suggests that Cicero may have changed his mind over time on how he saw divination used as a tool to foresee the future, however more likely many would agree that Cicero was very successful at debates in court, and therefore the two books of discussion may have nothing to do with his true beliefs on astrology, they may in actual fact be a sibling discussion where one simply wants to win against his brother regardless of his true beliefs on Astrology and Divination. Nether the less there may have been a time where Cicero was truly for divination and astrology, hence why he was considered to be an augur himself but over time noticed a particular pattern that he did not see fitting with the future, or perhaps he saw that people created their reality by believing those events and circumstances to be true and then directing their own lives in such way to attract those series of events. [29:  En.wikipedia.org. 2022. Stoicism - Wikipedia. [online] Available at: <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoicism> [Accessed 14 March 2022].]  [30:   Falconer, Cicero, On Divination 1923 p.397]  [31:  Carl, G,Jung., Aion: Researches Into the Phenomenology of the Self. (United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis, 2014.) P4-5]  [32:  Heibges, U. (1969), Cicero, a hypocrite in religion, (AJPh 90, 304–12. Heibges, U. 1969)]  [33:  William, Heinemann,. Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, Book 2.]  [34:  Ursula. Heibges, Cicero, a Hypocrite in Religion? (The American Journal of Philology 90, no. 3 1969): 304–12. https://doi.org/10.2307/293181. P.304] 


Cicero’s does in fact support his views and they do not appear to be stated out of ignorance although others may suggest so. As mentioned previously Pico who also had changed his views on astrology, had even managed to persuade others to understand his point of view as apparently doing so in a tactful way[footnoteRef:35] and so perhaps it may have been the way in which Cicero states his change of opinion that has caused such conflict amongst those who believe and do not.  [35: Sheila J. Rabin Kepler’s Attitude Toward Pico and the Anti-Astrology Polemic. (Renaissance Quarterly 50, no. 3 1997: 750–70. https://doi.org/10.2307/3039261.)
] 
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